Roma Mobilization and Participation: Obstacles and Opportunities by Vermeersch, Peter
	  1 	  
Romani Mobilization and Participation: Obstacles and Opportunities 
 
Peter Vermeersch 
 
Though there is a dearth of research on the political mobilization and political 
participation of Romani communities,1 it is wrong to assume – as some media reports 
have done (see for example The Economist 2008) – that Romani communities in 
Europe tend to avoid politics. In fact, data from the 2011 Roma Pilot Survey 
conducted by the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) in 11 EU member states 
show that in countries where Roma are a substantial minority, many take part in 
national elections. Over 70 percent of the respondents in Bulgaria, Greece, Slovakia, 
and Hungary, and over 80 percent of those in Romania reported voting in the previous 
national elections.2 The number of Roma who participate in local elections as 
candidates has also markedly increased over the recent years;3 and a growing number 
of Roma are involved in various forms of political or social activism, often in self-
organized civil society groups.  Many of these activities are supported by international 
donors.4 Romani organizations have increasingly been part of a transnational 
advocacy network on Romani inclusion (Vermeersch 2001) that has had some impact 
on the development of EU policies in this field (Sobotka 2010a). With regard to 
protest, too, Romani communities are far from inactive. Some of the most visible 
demonstrations by Roma and supporting non-Romani organizations and groups in 
Europe have been in response to targeted expulsion and migration control strategies. 
  
Yet despite evidence of such forms of mobilization and participation, and despite 
growing numbers of Roma who are well-educated and outspoken activists seeking to 
engage fellow-citizens – non-Roma and Roma – as voters and activists, the archetype 
persists that Roma are politically more passive than other groups of citizens. Most 
literature about Roma discusses the scale of the Roma’s socio-economic 
marginalization in contemporary Europe (EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, Open 
Society Foundations, and Czech Government 2011; EU Agency for Fundamental 
Rights 2009a, 2009b, 2012; Rorke 2012; UNICEF 2010)5 and the problems of hate 
speech and anti-Roma discrimination (for a discussion, see e.g. Stewart 2010). But 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Research on Roma political mobilization includes information on protests and political demands to 
governments, while research on political participation includes information on voting patterns. 
Although the literature on the political voice of the Roma is growing (see, e.g., Matras 2011; McGarry 
and Timofey 2014), the bulk of the current research focuses on issues of socio-economic deprivation 
and discrimination. 
2 See the data on http://fra.europa.eu/DVS/DVT/roma.php.  
3 In Slovakia, for example, the number of Romani candidates increase with each local, regional or 
parliamentary election. Especially the local is significant. According to Hrustič (2012), in the local 
elections of 1998 there were 254 Romani candidates running, from whom 56 were elected to municipal 
councils and six were elected to mayoral offices. In the elections of 2002 the number of Romani 
candidates increased to 756, of whom 158 were elected to municipal councils. The local elections of 
2006 saw the participation of more than 1,600 Romani candidates; more than 220 of them were elected 
to local councils. The 2013 OSCE Status Report on the “Implementation of the Action Plan on 
Improving the Situation of Roma and Sinti within the OSCE Area” notes that, in 2012 in Romania 161 
Roma won seats as local councillors, which was a decrease compared to the 2008 local elections. In 
Hungary, 19 local councillors of Romani origin were elected. In Serbia the number of 26, in Bulgaria 
41, and in Slovakia 28 (OSCE/ODIHR 2013:53) 
4 Such as National Democratic Institute or Open Society Foundation. 
5 However, there is also still need for more precise data on these socio-economic circumstances 
(McDonald and Negrin 2010). 
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more information is also needed about the obstacles that hamper visible and effective 
Romani participation and mobilization, and new research is needed on the ways 
activists can successfully address problems in the field of Roma’s participation and 
mobilization. How can Roma acquire a significant presence in policy-making 
debates? How can they more effectively voice their claims and influence policy 
outcomes? To what extent can the relatively new and still emerging institutional 
context for consultation at the European level provide avenues for Romani political 
engagement? This chapter engages with these questions by exploring new 
opportunities for Romani participation and mobilization. It begins with an outline of 
emerging political and institutional opportunities. It then reflects on obstacles to 
Romani social and political mobilization at the local, national, and European level and 
asks how these can be overcome.6 The chapter concludes by highlighting recent 
developments in Romani youth activism, a likely arena of future Romani political 
mobilization.7 
 
Institutional Change and Emerging Opportunities 
Changing institutions, legal frameworks, and governance structures at the local, 
domestic, and European level have created new avenues for Romani participation and 
mobilization. With regard to national changes, the development in the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe, home to the largest Romani communities, is particularly 
important. New policies related to the Roma were introduced in the early 1990s, when 
most Central and Eastern European countries gave Roma official recognition as an 
ethnic group or a national minority for the first time. This recognition afforded Roma 
cultural and linguistic rights and an opportunity to establish ethnic or national 
minority organizations, including, in many cases, Romani political parties. Although 
some countries forbade the formation of political parties on the basis of ethnicity (e.g. 
Bulgaria), the general trend in the 1990s was towards stimulating ethnic politics as a 
valuable way of defending minority interests. This trend should be viewed in the 
context of international attempts to prevent ethnic conflict in the 1990s. As Weller 
(2010:lix) writes: “It became generally accepted that what was then known as 
‘minority governance’ is an important issue for maintaining the integrity of existing 
states. In view of the dramatic consequences of ethnic conflict that had been observed 
in Europe, minority accommodation within the state became “securitized.” While 
states had previously been very reluctant to engage with minority issues as human 
rights issues, they had fewer hesitations when engaging them as issues of conflict 
prevention or conflict transformation.”  
 
Some countries, in particular Hungary, developed a system for the supposed 
protection of cultural autonomy, through a system of elected local and national 
minority self-governments. Other countries – a case in point is Romania – offered 
minorities, including Roma, special rights for political representation through 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 This part of the chapter draws on earlier work (Vermeersch 2011, 2012b, 2013).  
7  Roughly since the 1970s, activists have promoted the term “Roma” as a broad overarching label that 
eclipses a series of encompassing terms burdened with derogatory connotations (such as Gypsies or 
Tsiganes) (Vermeersch 2006). On the political level the word Roma is now frequently used to refer to 
various groups, not only to those who call themselves Roma but also to groups as Dutch 
Woonwagenbewoners, Beás (also known as Boyash) in Central Europe, or Irish Travellers (to name 
just a few), most of who have traditionally not viewed themselves as ethnically related to the Roma. 
(See, e.g., Acton 1994 on the Irish Travellers). This political usage of the term is sometimes contested 
among scholars and activists (see for example Gheorghe 1997, Matras 2011, or Stewart 1997, p. 28), 
but it is nevertheless widespread. 
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reserved seats in parliament or other forms of guaranteed political representation (see 
Mark’s chapter for a critical assessment of these two country measures). In the Czech 
and Slovak Republics, selected Romani activists were included in governmental 
advisory bodies responsible for guarding state support for minorities.  
 
In the latter half of the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century, the 
governance-related context of Romani mobilization changed gradually. Across 
Europe, there was now a tendency to focus increasingly on the specific socio-
economic and social exclusion issues facing Romani communities. A distinction was 
made between general minority policy programmes and special policy programmes 
for Roma. This specialized attention was triggered to some extent by international 
pressure on Central and Eastern European countries in the context of the EU 
enlargement process.  International organizations such as the OSCE and the Council 
of Europe devoted attention to the human rights situation of Roma across Europe, and 
respect for minorities became a precondition for EU accession (Vermeersch and Ram 
2009). These moves were likely also stimulated by EU governments’ attempts to 
coordinate activities towards the Roma which, until then, had been fragmented across 
various ministries.  
 
In this context, a number of governments decided to set up additional Roma 
institutions in the design and implementation of policy programmes targeted at Roma. 
For example, special advisors on Romani affairs were introduced in countries as 
diverse as the Czech Republic, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Finland, Romania, Slovakia, 
and Croatia (for more details see Sobotka 2010b). Ad hoc advisory bodies that 
include selected Romani representatives have been introduced in countries such as the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, and Lithuania.  
 
Overall, since 1989, the changing political and institutional context has increased 
opportunities for Romani mobilization, as Romani activists can now make use of at 
least three avenues of mobilization. First, they can mobilize through electoral politics. 
Thanks to their recognition as an ethnic or national minority, Roma now have a basis 
for formulating Romani interests in mainstream political parties and, in some 
countries, ethnically based political parties. Second, Roma can and do establish their 
own (ethnically defined) NGOs, sometimes on the basis of existing cultural 
organizations such as theater companies and music groups (see, e.g., Lemon 2000). 
Third, they can fill positions in state institutions; administrative bodies responsible for 
implementing special ‘Romani policies’ have in various cases employed Romani 
people or engaged with activists in a dialogue about policy formation. There are 
examples of electoral campaigns by Romani activists that have resulted in forms of 
Romani political representation, especially on the local level.  Nevertheless, overall, 
ethnic electoral representation of Roma is low, both in ethnic parties and in 
mainstream political parties.  
 
National institutional changes have been accompanied by important Europe-wide 
developments, which have created alternative mobilization opportunities for Roma 
outside of the domain of electoral politics. Romani activists supported by 
international donor organizations have been able to criticize domestic governments on 
the basis of newly emerging Europe-wide standards on anti-discrimination and social 
inclusion. This dimension of political action has become increasingly salient since the 
enlargement of the EU towards Central and Eastern Europe. 
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In recent times, EU institutions have engaged in initiatives specifically directed at 
Roma (see Vermeersch 2012b). The European Council of December 2007, for 
example, gave its full support to the European Commission for the organization of a 
series of “European Roma Summits,” (European Commission 2008) with the first one 
held in September 2008 in Brussels, the second in April 2010 in Córdoba, and the 
third in April 2014 in Brussels. These highly visible meetings gathered approximately 
400 representatives of EU institutions, national governments, regional and local 
public authorities and to certain extent (Romani) civil society organizations.8 Follow-
up summits were then organized in cooperation with the three Presidencies in office 
from 2010 (Spain, Belgium, and Hungary). The “Council conclusions on advancing 
Roma Inclusion” from June 2010 confirmed the consolidation of this new initiative. 
These summits have functioned mainly as deliberative and advisory boards; they have 
brought together a broad range of stakeholders with the aim of increasing political 
awareness about the situation of Roma, especially among high-level national 
policymakers. Some specific outcomes have followed. The first Roma Summit, for 
example, concluded with the creation of a European Platform for Roma Inclusion, an 
initiative pushed by the European Roma Policy Coalition (ERPC),9 among others. The 
Platform facilitates regular meetings between member state representatives, Romani 
activists, policymakers, and experts led by the Council presidency and aimed at the 
identification of best practices and the stimulation of cooperation and exchanges of 
experience on successful inclusion policies. The talks have led to several outcomes, 
including a document called the “10 Common Basic Principles for Roma inclusion” 
(resulting from the Platform meeting in Prague on 24 April 2009, in the framework of 
the Czech Presidency of the EU). These principles inform policy measures and try to 
maintain a balance between, on the one hand, advocating special measures to support 
Roma and, on the other hand, a mainstreaming approach.10 The suggestions are 
primarily meant to mobilize national governments, but close collaboration with the 
European Commission is also set as a goal. For example, the European Commission 
has issued a Commission Recommendation on the active inclusion of people excluded 
from the labor market (2008/867/EC). This recommendation provides a general 
framework for the development of national programs that focus more narrowly on 
unemployed Roma. The European Commission has encouraged the member state 
governments to provide quantifiable targets to reduce the employment gap between 
Roma and other sections of the population. It has, among others, suggested member 
states to offer Roma access to micro-credit or employ more Roma as qualified civil 
servants in the public sector.    
 
In April 2011, the European Commission adopted a Communication (COM(2011) 
173) which confirmed this general direction. It called for an “active dialogue with the 
Roma,” both at the national and the EU level, and it demanded a clear policy 
commitment from the EU member states. The latter were urged to draw up “national 
Roma integration strategies”, a process that was meant to give countries the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8  See Valeriu Nicolae criticism towards the limited Roma  participation; 
http://valeriucnicolae.wordpress.com/2014/03/10/the-amazing-and-extensive-work-on-roma-of-the-
european-commission/comment-page-1/  
9 A network of non-governmental organizations operating at EU level on issues of human rights, anti-
discrimination, anti-racism, social inclusion, and Romani and Travellers’ rights. More information 
available at http://romapolicy.eu/  
10 The document describes it as “explicit but not exclusive targeting.” 
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possibility not only to compare ideas, practices and commitments, but also to create 
new pathways towards more robust monitoring by independent agencies and civil 
society actors. Although the topics of (electoral) representation and participation of 
Roma was not directly addressed by these measures and initiatives, the European 
Commission repeatedly called upon member states to secure the participation of non-
elected Romani civil society in the review, implementation and monitoring of their 
national strategies. For its part, the European Commission, like other international 
organizations before it, has continued to organize dialogues with, for example, 
Romani NGOs. It organized several EU Platform meetings on Roma inclusion, giving 
all stakeholders an opportunity to express their views on the submitted national 
strategies and their future implementation. On one such occasion, European 
Commissioner Viviane Reding urged the audience to be positive about what had been 
achieved since 2008. But she also admitted, 
 
Drawing up the national Roma integration strategies and sets of policy 
measures for Roma integration was only the first step. The next step will be 
even more decisive: it remains to be seen how the strategies will be 
implemented. This is our focus today and from now on. The assessment of the 
strategies has not been finalized yet. However, I can say already that there is 
still a lot of room for improvement, in particular when it comes to securing 
sufficient funding for Roma inclusion and putting monitoring mechanisms in 
place” (Reding 2012). 
 
How have Romani activists responded? Some have been critical not only of the 
national institutions for Romani representation and national policies for social 
inclusion, but also of the new and still developing European institutional framework 
and its associated European policy strategies. Although most activists and 
organizations are strongly supportive of the fact that there is an increasing demand 
from government institutions for policy attention to Romani issues across Europe, 
there are also rising concerns about the lack of political will to implement the agreed 
policies, to foster real change on the ground or to address discrimination and 
marginalization in ways that go beyond symbolic denouncements. For example, the 
European Roma Policy Coalition has welcomed the EU’s Council Recommendation 
on effective Roma integration measures in EU member state, while at the same time 
cautioning groups rising levels of discrimination, and lack of progress in Roma access 
to government institutions. ERPC has called for “all for the introduction of indicators 
for genuine Roma participation and empowerment” (ERPC 2013). The chair of the 
ERPC, Belén Sánchez-Rubio, stated in July 2013 that “So far, the EU Framework has 
not improved [the Roma’s] socio-economic situation nor visibly decreased anti-
Gypsyism” (ERPC 2013). In the run-up to the 2014 European elections, the European 
Roma and Travellers’ Forum (ERTF), an international Romani NGO, sent out a 
questionnaire to the candidate Members of the European Parliament probing their 
views on Roma and on the functioning of the European legal and institutional 
framework.  It is clear from the findings that many politicians are critical of the 
current institutional and legal setup. There is, in their view, a need for legally binding 
policies. Roma inclusion policies are still too dependent on the will of the member 
state governments, they argue. For example, there is currently no legal obligation to 
have Roma representatives in state institutions. The report notes: “When asked to list 
three things they would change in the legal Framework, a common theme seemed to 
emerge: according to the candidates it lacks concrete actions , anti-gypsyism is not 
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sufficiently addressed and monitoring and sanction mechanisms are needed to enforce 
the legal Framework.”(ERTF 2014:14).11  
 
Obstacles for Romani Mobilization and Participation 
Though Romani political activism dates back to initiatives from the 1960s and 1970s, 
it experienced a major boost after the fall of communism, when the number of 
Romani NGOs increased significantly and the first serious attempts at forming 
Romani political parties took place. Yet, while currently many Roma are active 
political participants when it comes to voting, and while the number of Romani 
activists is high, the view persists that Roma are politically marginalized, and in many 
cases, the effect of Romani political activism remains limited.  
 
Following McGarry and Agarin (2014), one can make a distinction between Romani 
presence, voice, and influence. The current structures and tools for Romani 
mobilization and participation are mostly focused on ensuring the presence of Roma 
in organizations and government structures, and in some cases, providing them a 
meaningful voice and some level of influence. Presence, voice, and influence are 
three dimensions that are crucial to participation and mobilization, and in all three 
spheres of action, improvements are urgently needed. What are the most important 
obstacles, and how can they be overcome? 
 
First, because many Romani communities across Europe face severe forms of social 
and economic exclusion, they lack the necessary resources to establish ethnic 
organizations and political parties that are powerful, visible, and viable as competitors 
in the realm of mainstream party competition. As a result, dependence on 
international donors remains high. Romani political organizations are also dependent 
on the will and support of other political actors, such as mainstream political parties. 
For these other political actors, however, Romani participation and mobilization are 
often not a priority. On the contrary, they sometimes pander to anti-Roma sentiments 
and reinforce xenophobic political movements. Moreover, there is a complex 
relationship between Romani voters and mainstream political parties that are 
seemingly more positive about Roma; in some cases these parties co-opt Romani 
organizations for no other reason than to gain Romani votes; in some cases 
mainstream political parties have been known to buy Roma votes. What is clear is that 
without the necessary organizational capacity, financial means, and symbolic 
resources (for example, recognition by powerful politicians), Romani mobilization 
and participation is likely to remain unsuccessful. Comparative political science 
research suggests that resources are a key explanatory factor of any form of political 
participation. There is a positive relationship between socio-economic level and 
political activity: socio-economically weaker individuals have less freedom to 
organize on the group level than those with greater socio-economic status. Without 
adequate resources to generate organizational strength, political participation is bound 
to remain weak (Wright, Verba, and Nie 1975). 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Sometimes Romani activists play a crucial role in bringing to the fore specific Roma problems.  The 
European Roma Information Office (ERIO), for example, a Brussels based NGO that gives voice to 
concerns of Romani organizations across Europe, pointed out in April 2014 that current European 
initiatives have largely ignored the plight of elderly Roma, whose socio-economic exclusion presents a 
particular challenge (ERIO-AGE 2014). 
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Second, Romani activists and politicians are faced with widespread negative ideas 
about who the Roma are and what they want. The marginalization of Roma is often 
misunderstood as a self-chosen withdrawal from mainstream society and mainstream 
politics. The current portrayal of Roma in the media gives the impression that they are 
passive objects of policy, not active subjects. Unfortunately the current socio-
economic situation gives little hope for improvement. Most Roma continue to grapple 
with high levels of unemployment, especially in isolated areas where there is no 
access to labor market opportunities and where they often have to live in substandard 
housing and suffer from poor and/or segregated education. Lack of access to health 
services and dependence on social welfare benefits further aggravate reduced options 
for employability and increase levels of poverty. As a result of a complex 
constellation of economic and social trends – including economic exclusion, 
discrimination and racism – many Romani communities who have been historically 
excluded from mainstream society find themselves even more marginalized in present 
day European societies, particularly in Central and Eastern Europe. Lack of effective 
policies towards equal and inclusive citizenship for Roma has reinforced a climate of 
hatred against them (blame-the-victim strategies). In the context of regulatory 
practices that accompany modernization – such as the management of migration 
flows, urban planning, settlement policies, the controlling of borders and the creation 
of some form of European citizenship – new ways of problematizing the Roma have 
emerged (van Baar 2012).  
 
Third, Romani identity is not generally associated, with any territorial claims. This, 
too, hampers the visibility and potential of Romani mobilizations. In a context still 
mainly defined by nation-state borders, any form of cross-border identity has limited 
opportunities for political mobilization. Ethnic politics is still predominantly framed 
in national terms, particularly in the Central and Eastern European countries: at times 
of elections people are mobilized as ‘nations’ or ‘national minorities.’ For many 
Roma political participation ‘as Roma’ is not self-evident because they fear it might 
reinforce the view that their group does not belong to the main national community, 
or even to the national territory, and that therefore their plight is not part of the realm 
of the responsibility of national governments. Many mainstream politicians have 
indeed promoted such views. They have portrayed the Roma as national outsiders or 
migrants, even if they are not. 
 
In order to overcome these obstacles, improvements are needed in the three 
dimensions crucial to participation and mobilization: presence, voice and influence. 
For example, with regard to the issue of presence, without systems in place for 
guaranteed representation, Roma remain underrepresented in local and national 
assemblies. In Central and Eastern Europe ethnicity has often functioned as a frame 
for political action, but this has not been the case for Roma. Even when there are 
prominent successes – in the 2014 European elections two elected MEPs claim 
Romani background – the overall picture is one of only marginal political presence. 
Arguably the presence of minorities and vulnerable groups in representative structures 
is a requirement in any society committed to democratic equality; and therefore the 
inclusion of Roma in government structures needs to be promoted. Such inclusion is 
also the first stepping-stone towards fulfilling the need to enhance the capacity of 
Romani politicians and activists to become equal participants in democratic policy 
debates and have a fair say in the making of collective decisions, especially when 
those decisions affect sections of the population that include many Roma. 
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Another factor hampering Romani participation and mobilization that needs to be 
addressed is the threat of current political rhetoric applied, among others, by right-
wing populist politicians. Over the last few years, hate speech against Roma and anti-
Roma political campaigning have risen, and the number of instances of hate crime 
against the Roma have increased as well, both in the home countries and in the 
countries where Romani migrants arrive. Although Romaphobia has a long history in 
Europe, today Roma are more explicitly targeted than before as adversaries of the 
‘national’ population in various places. This clearly has a strong demobilizing effect 
on Roma. Recent survey data presented by the EU Fundamental Rights Agency 
reveals the extent to which Roma feel discriminated against.12 The focus of the 
political rhetoric of law and order directed towards them (documented e.g. in Stewart 
2012) can only exacerbate the already pervasive feeling of being excluded. According 
to Stewart (2012:3) the current populism directed against Roma is in some ways 
connected to the European integration project, which, “paradoxically, creates the 
broad conditions of receptivity to xenophobic politics across the whole continent; 
changes in European social and economic structures which threaten traditional 
redistributive systems and place poor ‘others’ in an unflattering spotlight.” 
 
As a result, the possible positive effect of the European integration process for 
marginalized populations is in need of critical reflection. Many Romani activists as 
well as external observers have had the expectation of pushing de facto Roma 
inclusion progress from the European integration process. EU institutions were 
expected to encourage commitments among governments of member states in the 
field of Romani inclusion policies. For this reason, Romani activists have often 
addressed issues at the level of European organizations and institutions; primarily but 
not exclusively the European Parliament and the European Commission. This 
development seems indicative of the growth of a European space for Romani activism 
– a public space that is less state-centered, allows claims to be framed in terms of 
European standards, and therefore facilitates the emergence of an active European 
citizenship. But while this Europeanization of minority politics – and by 
Europeanization, I mean the fact that there are now monitoring systems related to the 
European integration process – has offered minority activists additional and powerful 
avenues of activism, it has also led to a number of important problems.  
 
Europeanization as a dominant strategy of self-representation for minorities created 
the space for states lacking real willingness to develop and implement effective Roma 
policies and divert attention away from the responsibilities of the national state. It also 
created unrealistic expectations of the states about the competencies and potential 
impact of European institutions, and in the absence of a more general presence of 
European citizenship, it stimulated and objectified a trend to see minorities as 
bounded groups that are completely separated from the national population of a state 
and do not share any interests with other groups within that national population. 
While Europeanized actions to defend the interests of the Roma are potentially more 
powerful than national or local mobilizations, in practice they have problematic side 
effects due to limited willingness of some governments to draw the line between 
European and national responsibilities toward Roma inclusion (Vermeersch 2012a). 
In other words, there is a need for national governments to understand the problems 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 See http://fra.europa.eu/DVS/DVT/roma.php.  
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facing Romani populations not merely as European problems but also as policy issues 
for which they carry national responsibility.  
 
The Avenue of Youth Activism 
Although Europeanization has its risks, new opportunities for Romani mobilization 
are emerging thanks to the process of Europeanization. An increase in the number of 
cross-border contacts among Romani activists and the growth of Romani 
organizational networks within Europe contribute to the emergence of new viable 
possibilities for alternative forms of Romani mobilization. One promising avenue is 
youth engagement. The subject is significant, not least because of the youthfulness of 
the various groups routinely identified as “Roma” across Europe. Various authors 
have argued that the social mobility of young Roma may facilitate large-scale social 
change.  They have suggested social mobility strategies for young Roma through new 
opportunities for full participation in regular educational institutions (UNICEF 2010), 
even at a very young age (OSE and UNICEF 2011), or through new forms of youth 
activism. In attempts at creating an active political movement (or various 
movements), young Roma engaged in building an active political movement 
sometimes turn to collective action frames, ideas, and organizational platforms that 
differ from the older Romani movement structures. The activities of such 
organizations as the TERNYPE International Roma Youth Network and the OSF’s 
illustrate this, as does the European Roma Grassroots Organizations Network 
(ERGO).13  
 
The success of these initiatives is testament to the growing demand for creative new 
mobilizations. Desegregation in education leads to a wider variety of experiences for 
young Roma. These experiences are valuable, not only because they create new socio-
economic opportunities for young Roma, but also because they provide young Roma 
with access to diverse social networks. As a result, young Romani participants may 
acquire new international contacts and new skills. In the field of mobilization and 
participation, new ideas about how to protest against discrimination and exclusion can 
arise. In addition, inclusive education and inclusive youth activism may contribute to 
changing attitudes among co-students and fellow youth activists who are not Roma. 
As a result, Roma can more easily find access to a variety of identity groups, which in 
itself might be a form of social mobilization: for example, they can begin to identify 
not only as “Roma” but also as “youth,” or become part of all kinds of networks that 
cut across ethnic identifications or social affiliations. Such new identifications may 
ultimately lead to the emergence of new collective action frames and new protest 
identities.  
 
The possibilities of promoting new images of Romani identity should not be 
underestimated.14 Doing so might open up a new conceptual space for understanding 
what it means to be Roma. Very often current policies are driven by old stereotypical 
views and understandings of who the Roma are and the nature of the problems they 
face. Policy responses to Romani migration are a case in point. Often such responses 
have focused heavily on security and control of so-called nomadic or inherently 
mobile groups. Such policies are usually driven by a limited analysis of the reality of 
Romani migration and little knowledge of the broader issue of Romani identity. The 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 See, http://www.ternype.eu, and http://www.ergonetwork.org.  
14  See, for example, the activities of the Romedia Foundation, 
http://www.romediafoundation.org/aboutus.  
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targeted and sometimes violent expulsion policies seem to have been driven by, or at 
least made possible through, such stereotypical pre-existing imaginaries. These 
widespread imaginaries are sometimes blatantly racist, but even when they seem 
innocent – such as the tendency to think about Roma as eternal migrants – they may 
be harmful. Mobilizers active in the field of anti-discrimination and social inclusion 
are aware of such mechanisms and may deliberately seek to engage in advancing new 
social understandings of Romani identity.  
 
Young Roma activists, therefore, can act as new reality instructors in this field; they 
can provide living evidence of the fluidity of group boundaries and thereby challenge 
entrenched associations between Romani identity and certain social problems. They 
make clear that the people who are routinely called Roma in fact belong to various 
crosscutting social groups and should not be enclosed in a discourse that premises 
itself on the basis of a single social attribute – such as being poor or being a victim. 
Roma activists can engage in recuperative identity politics as well as expose the 
stereotypical political identity construction practices that lead to discrimination and 
social exclusion. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined in brief compass the opportunities and limits of Romani 
political participation and mobilization in the current European political and social 
context. I have argued that new avenues for political and social mobilization have 
become available to Romani activists since new political opportunity structures have 
emerged on the national and European level. Yet important challenges remain, and 
the recent popularity of extreme right-wing populist responses to Romani 
mobilization and migration has created new obstacles to full participation and equal 
citizenship of Roma in our contemporary societies. The goal of Romani inclusion in 
processes of political participation and mobilization should not stop with presence, 
voice and influence. It should also have a broader societal impact: it should open up 
the public’s understanding of what it means to be Roma isn’t that just what voice and 
influence do? Current uncritical and stereotypical uses of the word Roma in the media 
and in political discourse should be countered by stories about Roma who are in 
various political arenas meaningful contributors to the ways in which European 
societies are governed.  
 
References 
Acton, Thomas. 1994. “Categorising Irish Travellers.” Pp. 36-53 in Irish Travellers: 
Culture and Ethnicity edited by M. McCann, S. O  Siochain and J. Ruane. Belfast: 
Institute of Irish Studies, Queen’s University of Belfast. 
 
Baar, Huub van. 2012. “Socio-Economic Mobility and Neo-Liberal Governmentality 
in Post-Socialist Europe: Activation and the Dehumanisation of the Roma.” Journal 
of Ethnic and Migration Studies 38(8):1289–1304.  
 
Emigh, Rebecca Jean, and Iván Szelényi. 2001. Poverty, Ethnicity, and Gender in 
Eastern Europe During the Market Transition. Westport (Connecticut), London: 
Praeger Publishers. 
 
ERIO-AGE. 2014. “The Socio-Economic Discrimination of Older Roma Should Be 
Included in Roma Integration Strategies.” (http://www.erionet.eu/advocacy.htm).  
	  11 	  
 
ERPC. 2013. “Roma Exclusion: It’s Time for Member States to Tackle This 
European ‘Scandal’ Seriously.” (http://romapolicy.eu/roma-exclusion-its-time-for-
member-states-to-tackle-this-european-scandal-seriously-2/).  
 
ERTF. 2014. “Do We Matter: Survey 2014: EP Candidates and Roma.” 
(http://www.ertf.org/images/Reports/ERTF_Survey_Do_we_Roma_Matter_EN_web
_version.pdf).  
 
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2009a. Selected Positive Initiatives The Situation 
of Roma EU Citizens EU Member States. Vienna. 
(http://fra.europa.eu/fraWebsite/attachments/Roma_Movement_PositiveInitiatives-
final_en.pdf).  
 
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2009b. The Situation of Roma EU Citizens EU 
Member States. uxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European 
Communities. 
 
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2012. The Situation of Roma in 11 EU Member 
States. FRA. 
 
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, Open Society Foundations, and Czech 
Government. 2011. Improving Access to Housing for Roma: Good Local Practices, 
Funding and Legislation. 
 
European Commission. 2008. Instruments and Policies for Roma Inclusion, 
MEMO/08/462, July 2nd, 2008. (http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-08-
462_en.htm?locale=en) 
 
Gheorghe, Nicolae. 1997. “The Social Construction of Romani Identity.” Pp. 153-163 
in Gypsy politics and Traveller Identity edited by Thomas Acton. Hertfordshire: 
University of Hertfordshire Press. 
 
Hrustič, Tomáš. 2012. “The Trends in the Participation of Romani Candidates in 
Elections in Slovakia.” Roma Rights 39–47. 
 
Ladányi, János, and Iván Szelényi. 2006. Patterns of Exclusion: Constructing Gypsy 
Ethnicity and the Making of an Underclass in Transitional Societies of Europe. New 
York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Lemon, Alaina. 2000. Between Two Fires: Gypsy Performance and Romani Memory 
from Pushkin to Postsocialism. Durham and London: Duke University Press. 
 
Matras, Yaron. 2011. “Scholarship and the Politics of Romani Identity: Strategic and 
Conceptual Issues.” European Yearbook of Minority Issues 10:211–47. 
 
McDonald, Christina, and Katy Negrin. 2010. No Data – No Progress. Open Society 
Institute. (http://www.soros.org/initiatives/roma/articles_publications/publications/no-
data-no-progress-20100628).  
 
	  12 	  
McGarry, Aidan, and Timofey Agarin. 2014. “Unpacking the Roma Participation 
Puzzle: Presence, Voice and Influence.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 
(June):1–19. 
 
OSCE/ODIHR. 2013. Status Report 2013: Implementation of the Action Plan on 
Improving the Situation of Roma and Sinti within the OSCE Area. Renewed 
Commitments, Continued Challenges. Warsaw: OSCE Office for Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights. 
 
OSE, and UNICEF. 2011. Preventing Social Exclusion through the EUROPE 2020 
STRATEGY: Early Childhood Development and the Inclusion of Roma Families. 
 
Reding, Viviane. 2012. Roma Integration: Are National Governments Ready to Live 
up Their Commitments? Speech 12/215, Extraordinary Meeting of the European 
Platform for Roma Inclusion Brussels, 22 March 2012. (http://europa.eu/rapid/press-
release_SPEECH-12-215_en.htm?locale=FR).  
 
Rorke, Bernard. 2012. Review of EU Framework National Roma Integration 
Strategies (NRIS): Open Society Foundations Review of NRIS Submitted by Bulgaria, 
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia. Open Society Foundations. 
(http://www.soros.org/sites/default/files/roma-integration-strategies-20120221.pdf).  
 
Sobotka, Eva. 2010a. The Influence of Civil Society Actors on Roma Issues within the 
EU Framework. 
 
Sobotka, Eva. 2010b. “Special Contact Mechanisms for Roma.” Pp. 503–23 in 
Political Participation of Minorities: A Commentary on International Standards and 
Practice, edited by Marc Weller and Katherine Nobbs. Oxford University Press. 
 
Stewart, Michael. 1997. The Time of the Gypsies. Colorado: WestviewPress. 
 
Stewart, Michael. 2010. “Introduction.” Pp. 1–9 in Multi-disciplinary approaches to 
Romany studies, edited by Michael Stewart and Marton Rövid. Central European 
University. 
 
Stewart, Michael. 2012. The Gypsy “Menace.”edited by Michael Stewart. London: 
Hurst & Company. 
 
The Economist. 2008. “Bottom of the Heap - Europe’s Roma.” The Economist, 21 
June: 35–38. 
 
UNICEF. 2010. Towards Roma Inclusion: A Review of Roma Education Initiatives in 
Central and South-Eastern Europe. Geneva: UNICEF. 
(http://www.unicef.org/ceecis/ROMA_PAPER_FINAL_LAST.pdf). 
 
Vermeersch, Peter. 2001. “Advocacy Networks and Romani Politics in Central and 
Eastern Europe.” Journal on Ethnopolitics and Minority Issues in Europe (1):1–22. 
 
Vermeersch, Peter. 2006. The Romani Movement: Minority Politics and Ethnic 
Mobilization in Contemporary Central Europe. Oxford, New York: Berghahn Books.  
	  13 	  
 
Vermeersch, Peter. 2011. “Roma and Mobility in the European Union.” Pp. 91–97 in 
Roma and Traveller inclusion in Europe, edited by Kati Pietarinen. GEF. 
 
Vermeersch, Peter. 2012a. “Reframing the Roma: EU Initiatives and the Politics of 
Reinterpretation.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 38(8):1195–1212. 
 
Vermeersch, Peter. 2012b. “The European Union and the Roma: An Analysis of 
Recent Institutional and Policy Developments.” European Yearbook of Minority 
Issues 9. 
 
Vermeersch, Peter. 2013. “The European Union and the Roma  : An Analysis of 
Recent Institutional and Policy Developments.” European Yearbook of Minority 
Issues (10). 
 
Vermeersch, Peter, and Melanie Ram. 2009. “The Roma.” Pp. 61–73 in Minority 
rights in Central and Eastern Europe, edited by Bernd Rechel. Routledge. 
 
Weller, Marc. 2010. “Democratic Governance and Minority Political Participation: 
Emerging Legal Standards and Practice.” Pp. lvii–lxiii in Political Participation of 
Minorities: A Commentary on International Standards and Practice, edited by Marc 
Weller and Katherine Nobbs. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Wright, James D., Sidney Verba, and Norma H. Nie. 1975. “Participation in America: 
Political Democracy and Social Equality.” Contemporary Sociology 4:272. 
 
